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Interview with Vaughn Walden
April 9, 2011
Riverwoods Conference Center, Logan, UT.
Name: Vaughn Walden
Date of Birth: July 4, 1962
Place of Birth: Boulder, Colorado
Question: Was there anything in your childhood or anything that kind of directed you toward
this field or USU?
There were two things. One I had a really good physics teacher in high school. I finished
high school in Missoula, Montana at Missoula Central High School. Really coming out of high
school I thought physics, and I was probably right about this, I thought physics was the hardest
science and I wanted to do the hardest thing. But I had Glen Governson was my physics teacher
in junior and senior years and he just opened it up for me. I started at the University of Colorado
and I went a year and a half there. At that time I was a work study student for NOAA working
for a man named Gene Adams. He was an ionospheric physicist and sometime in the 1980-1981
time frame their lab at NOAA was cut in some budget cuts so he came to CASS at USU. In
order to keep my job I transferred from CU to Utah State, so I was not recruited at all through
Get Away Special. I don’t know if you are going to ask me about that.
We are going to touch on that.
Question: What is NOAA?
NOAA is the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration. I started as a physics
student at the University of Colorado and as part of my financial aid package I got a work study
job working at NOAA.
Question: When you did come to USU? What made you decide to join the Get Away Special
team?
If I remember this correctly I had an office. I was given some office space by Rex Megill
and I happen to be office mates with another GAS student, Chris Alford. Chris was building his
experiment at that time. He was in the same group as Scott Thomas and another student we
think his name was Takayuki Kitaura. We think his first name was Taka, can’t remember. I
thought there was one other person, but we couldn’t remember. At least Scott, Chris, and Taka
were there and they were all working on their experiments. Chris just said you know you should
really ask Rex if you can get involved. Really what happened was we had these plates or these
packages that went into the GAS canisters. These hexagonal kind of fiberglass and styrofoam
trays was what they were. Chris said you know I don’t think I’m going to use my whole tray. I
have this whole tray for my use, but I’ll give you half of it if you want to use it and do something
with it and so I approached Rex about getting involved. Dr. Megill allowed me to join.
That’s really neat.
Yea, it was awesome.
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Question: What made you actually, when did you leave the GAS team? Did you stay until you
graduated?
Yes, I did. I joined sometime in 1983, I can’t remember the actual month, but I graduated
in May of 1984. So I was in there for about two years or so.
Question: When you joined the team what was your skill set in relation to the GAS team? What
was your skill set prior to?
Boy, not much. I was a good math and science and physics student. I was doing very well
in my classes. In fact I have a funny story. I sat down with Rex and he said “do you have
straight A’s?” and I said “no, no, I have one B” and he goes “good I can hire you because I will
never hire anybody with straight A’s.” He said kids with straight A’s that’s all they want to do.
They just want to get straight A’s and that’s all they concentrate on. He said I want students who
are smart, but who aren’t worried about that. So luckily I had that one B, I can’t remember even
what the class was, but I’m glad I had that one B. But Rex hired me.
Very cool.
Question: When you left the team, when you graduated, had your skill set changed at all or had
it?
Oh yea, really what it, one of the most valuable things was learning how to build things, of
course, how to machine things and how to put things together, how to design things to survive
the launch. I learned a tremendous amount of electronics. I mean basically our controllers were
built for us but I learned, I had already done a lot of programming, but I learned a lot more like
machine language programming. It was just an incredible amount of stuff I learned in those two
years. So my skill set expanded from books and papers to hands on building things and getting
things to work. It was unbelievable and I wanted to add that it was competitive. We were a
group of guys that, we worked long hours there were many times we were there after midnight
for various circumstances and various reasons. But I don’t think we felt that we were competing
against each other, but boy we pushed each other to better than we would have been if we hadn’t
been together as a team. So I think that really pushed my skills set and just seeing people like
Chris and Scott and Taka and how proficient they were in certain areas. Scott was reminding me
Taka was this brilliant theorist. He was really a brilliant guy and he build this wave chamber.
He had a video camera and he was going to generate some waves in zero G and measure them.
But the guy could not solder, he could not wire for anything and Scott reminded me of this, that
Taka was getting kind of fed up with this. He was getting tired of long hours, you know not
everyone can do that. He was working on his experiment and he got his last wire soldered and
he said “I’m done, I’m done” and he left the lab and we walked over and we looked in his tray
and we thought there’s no way this thing is going to survive. It’s not going to hold together.
We’re like Taka aren’t you going to test this thing? Oh no, no it’s going to work. You’re not
even going to start the thing? No, no it’s going to work the first time. We’re just like there is no
way, he had to test it. But you know he brought something different than what Scott and
different from what Chris brought and from what I brought to the team. It was just that
camaraderie and reach of us really pushing each other to do things better than we would have
otherwise.
Great.
Question: What was your major when you graduated?
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I had a physics degree and a minor in math from Utah State.
Question: Can you kind of explain more of the project or projects that you were involved with?
I built a, I remember asking Rex for some money to get some glass blown. So I built a heat
pipe out of glass and I put a kind of a film inside it and some fluid at one of the ends and I was
going to examine the fluid flow through this pipe in micro G. I also applied an electric field
across the fluid to try to influence the fluid flow and things like that. So it was a heat pipe
experiment. Because I had studied up on, I really didn’t know what I was going to do, but at that
time in the 80’s they were experimenting with using microgravity to use a process called
electrophoresis to separate out compounds from liquids for like drug purification and things like
that. I don’t think anything ever came of it, it wasn’t commercially viable to send things into
space to do that. But my heat pipe was an experiment on looking at electrophoresis. The
possibility of electrophoresis in micro G.
Excellent.
Question: Do you remember anybody else that you worked with? I know that you named some
names, but do you remember anyone you haven’t named?
I remember that our coordinator at the time was Swat Tantiphanwadi and he built our
computer controllers, I believe he was a graduate student in EE and he built the computer
controllers for our experiments. I do remember, I think it was Terry Thomas, but some of these
guys didn’t build experiments with us, they were around. There were a few guys I saw tonight
that I remembered. Kelly Hunt, I don’t think I was a GAS student when she was, I think I just
remember seeing her. I don’t even think I had a class with her. I think she graduated when I was
a student here, but before I became a GAS student. So there were a few people from that era that
I connected with tonight.
Question: Did you ever get the opportunity to go on one of the “infamous” GAS trips?
No, no I was not able to do a GAS road trip. We actually flew twice because the first time
we flew, I don’t even remember the date now or the STS number for that matter, but I do
remember we had this two minute timer limit on our controller. They could test us for two
minutes and if they didn’t shut us off in that two minute time frame the experiment wouldn’t run.
The controller would come on and just not do anything and we deduced when we got the
packages back after that first launch that in fact they operated on the ground and they didn’t
operate in orbit. So NASA felt so bad that they said if you can turn your experiments around in a
month and get them back to the Cape, then we will fly them again. Then they went up, I think,
no the first flight was February 3, 1984 and then the second flight must have been later on that
spring, maybe in May. I think it was May of ’84.
Question: What is your most cherished memory. Your favorite thing about being in the GAS
program?
Well, you know seeing the shuttle launch with your thing on it. Yeah, I mean just seeing, I
wasn’t at the launch, I can’t remember why I didn’t go, but I suspect it had to do with money. At
the time I just didn’t have the money to do it, but I certainly watched it on TV and just the
incredible sense of pride as a 20 year old kid going yeah my stuff is on that space shuttle of
course. But as I mentioned just the whole experience of conceiving of an experiment on your
own, building it, testing it, and then getting it, running it in orbit, getting it back, analyzing it,
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and deciding if it worked. Mine actually didn’t, but I think it ran but I didn’t really get any
science out of it.
Question: What’s the other side of that, what’s the most frustrating thing, the thing you disliked
the most about it?
Work. It really rung us out. When we got the chance to go again, I was trying to finish up
my physics degree in that semester, or quarter, I guess we were in quarters. Just long, long hours
that spring of ’84.
I can certainly understand that.
Question: Can you tell me what you are doing now and if the experience with the GAS team has
in any way influenced it?
Yeah, I had incredible opportunity when I got out. I was surprised, I sent out probably like
40 to 50 resumes in ’84 and really didn’t get that many bites. I actually went to my brother’s
wedding in California and I visited some companies out there, some aerospace companies out in
the Bay area when I was there in the summer of ’84 and somebody my brother knew worked in
an aerospace company and that’s what landed me the job. But it was incredible. I actually ended
up working with the son of an extremely famous physicist named Ed Condon, who the Condon
Equation is named after him, he studied with Robert Oppenheimer. He was a big dude anyways
I worked directly with his son. He and I were the R & D team at this aerospace company. So we
just completely played around for two or three years together. We had a blast. The first day I
worked for that guy he hired me and looked at my resume and he said why aren’t you in graduate
school? I said I’m going I just I’m rung out after my space shuttle experience. I’m going to
recharge and make some money. I’m out of money. I need to make some money before I go to
school. So then I got accepted into great graduate programs. I got accepted into the Planetary
Science program at Arizona, I got accepted to the Laboratory for Space Physics at Colorado, and
I got accepted into the Geophysics program at the University of Washington, and I got accepted
at Utah State University in Physics. I decided to go to UW and I got a geophysics degree and
then I did a post doc at Wisconsin, University of Wisconsin, and at that time I acquired an
instrument called a Fourier Transform Infrared Spectrometer which I still have. Then I got a
faculty job at the University of Idaho. Since, during my PhD and until now, I’ve done six field
experiments in Antarctica and I’ve been to South Pole four times, I’ve been to Dome Concordia
twice and I’ve been to the Artic I guess three or four times now and I currently have an
experiment on the top of the Greenland ice sheet. It’s completely, totally due to my experience
here, in starting here and really I didn’t have that much contact with Gil Moore, so Rex Megill
was really my mentor. He was my physics advisor and he was the one who really took me under
his wing and really formed me early on into the scientist that I am now. And it all started here.
That’s amazing.
I want to thank you so much for your time, that’s all of our questions. We definitely
appreciate it.
I’m so happy that I had to opportunity to do this.
So are we, this is definitely going to be very, very neat.
Thank you again.

